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studies dealing with the effect of kin patterns on the household composition of older 
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KINSHIP PATTERNS AND HOUSEHOLD 
COMPOSITION OF THE ELDERLY: 
HUNGARIAN WOMEN, 1984 
Douglas A. Wolf 
INTRODUCTION 
In Hungary, as in many other countries in Europe and elsewhere, the population has 
been becoming more aged for many years. The phenomenon of population aging is pro- 
jected to  continue for several decades. For example, the percentage of the population 60 
and older in Hungary rose from 11.3 in 1950 to 18.2 in 1985; the most recent projections 
by the United Nations (1988) indicate a further rise, to 24.2 percent, by 2025. The in- 
creasing numerical importance of the elderly has tended to  focus the attention of scholars 
and policy makers on issues relating to  the well-being of the elderly. Among the 
numerous dimensions of the well-being of the elderly, those of household structure and 
family relations have received particular attention; in the case of Hungary's older popula- 
tion, for example, the importance of family relations for the elderly has been stressed by 
Cseh-Szombathy (1983; 1987) and Klinger (1986). 
Accompanying the trend towards a more elderly society has been a trend towards 
smaller households, in the population a t  large but also among the elderly population. 
Several recent papers have documented the trend towards smaller households in postwar 
Europe [see, for example, Keilman (forthcoming), Link (1987) and Schwartz (1988)l. An 
intriguing question, of course, is whether there is an association between population 
structure-that is, its age-composition-and the size distribution of households containing 
elderly people. A rather simple argument suggests that there is such an association: po- 
pulation aging is, to  a great extent, the consequence of reduced fertility; when those 
cohorts whose reduced fertility caused the aging themselves reach old age, they have fewer 
living children, on average, than preceding elderly cohorts; with relatively few children, 
the traditional norm of providing support for one's older parents is strained and cannot be 
fulfilled, and this leads to  an increased incidence of independent or isolated living patterns 
for the elderly. This argument, and empirical evidence consistent with i t  based on U.S. 
data, was presented in an influential paper by Kobrin (1976). More recently the argu- 
ment has been shown to be supported by postwar European data as well (Wolf, 1987a). 
The general question raised, then, is the question of how household composition is 
affected by kinship patterns-not only the number of living children, but the number and 
composition of kin networks including siblings, parents, and possibly more distant con- 
sanguineal relatives, and the corresponding relatives of spouses (and former spouses as 
well.). 
This paper addresses the question of household composition for older women in Hun- 
gary, and in particular the way in which older women's kin patterns affect their living ar- 
rangements. We do not have time-series data on kin patterns; rather, the analysis is 
based on cross-sectional data. Nonetheless, a cross-sectional analysis can contribute to 
our understanding of household structure, and can indicate the relative importance of kin 
availability and other demographic as well as soci*econornic factors as determinants of 
living arrangements. 
The analysis presented here can also help us to refine the "headship raten approach 
to  projecting future household patterns (Kono, 1987). The headship rate technique is 
widely used, and has been applied to  the Hungarian population by several analysts, most 
recently KamarQ (1988). If kin patterns can be shown to influence living arrangements, 
and if there is some means of disaggregating a population projection by kin patterns as 
well as by more usual characteristics such as age, sex and marital status, then it should be 
possible to  obtain a more refined projection of future household patterns. An example of 
this approach can be found in Wolf (1987b). 
DATA AND VARIABLES 
The data used in this analysis come from the 1984 Hungarian Microcensus, a tw* 
percent random sampling of the population drawn from both private and institutional 
households. Several special questions were asked of the elderly, defined as people either of 
pensionable age (for women, 55 or older; for men, 60 or older) or currently receiving a 
pension; the latter includes disability pensioners younger than pensionable age. Further 
details of the survey can be found in a publication of the Hungarian Central Statistical 
Office (1986a); extensive tabulations of the data on the elderly have also been produced 
(Hungarian CSO, 1986b). 
The sample used in this analysis consists of unmarried women-that is, women ei- 
ther single, widowed, or divorced-age 60 and over. Excluded from the analysis are wom- 
en who live with a "life-partnern to  whom they are not married, since the focus of the 
analysis is the living arrangements of women who do not have a spouse (or its 
equivalent). For the multivariate analysis reported later, attention is limited to  women 
70 and older, since only these women were asked the questions on limitations of activities 
used in that part of the study. 
The most important concept measured in the present study is living arrangements, 
which distinguishes household composition according to  the presence or absence of others, 
and by their relationship to  the elderly respondent. This is a categorical variable, with 
categories assigned using information from both the household registration system and 
responses to  the microcensus questionnaire. The registration system indicates whether 
the respondent lives alone, in an institution, or in a dwelling with others. To this is ad- 
ded the respondents' answers to questions about whether they live together with any of 
their children, and with sister(s) or brother(s)-including siblings of their spouse-and 
with parent(s)-again, including those of their spouse. Thus, it is possible that some of 
the unmarried women studied here may be living with a sibling or parent of their former 
husband; if so, they cannot be distinguished from women living with their blood siblings 
and/or parents. 
From this information is derived a six-category variable measuring living arrange- 
ments, with categories as follows: (1) living alone; (2) living in an institution; (3) living 
with others (but not with children, siblings, or parents); (4) living with children, but not 
siblings or parents; (5) living with siblings and/or parents, but not with children; and (6) 
living with children and with siblings and/or parents. The implications of living with si- 
blings are rather different from those of living with parents, from the perspective of a 
woman herself in old age. A very elderly parent is very likely to require care and support, 
while a sibling may be either a source or a user of care. Nonetheless the small numbers of 
living parents encountered in the data require us to combine the two into a single "family 
of origin" category of shared household. 
The data also allow us to  determine the existence of living kin-children, siblings, 
and parents-not in the same household, and these items are used to  determine the avai- 
lability of kin. Kin availability is measured according to the number of living children 
(not including children living abroad), the number of living siblings, and the number of 
living parents. These we refer to collectively as "nuclear-family kin." 
In addition to  the variables measuring living arrangements and the availability of 
kin, the multivariate analysis uses information on age, health status and income. Indica- 
tors of health status are constructed from responses to  three questions about the respon- 
dents' abilities to  perform selected physical movements. These include the ability to  
move indoors; the ability to leave the dwelling unaided; and the ability to climb stairs. In 
each case we distinguish those respondents for whom the indicated movement is 
"difficult" (or can be performed only with help) and those for for whom the indicated 
movement is "impossible." The resulting indicators are analogous to indices of "activities 
of daily living" (ADLs) widely used in studying the well-being and care needs of the elder- 
ly (Fillenbaum, 1987). Besides the ADL indicators, we use information on the number of 
chronic diseases currently suffered by the respondents. 
Income is measured by the pension amount; this is measured with great accuracy, 
but does not reflect the true income situation of all respondents, since some receive not a 
pension but some other (less generous) publicly-~rovided retirement income [Cseh- 
Szombathy (1983): 751, while some pensioners supplement their pension with earnings 
from part-time or self-employment. 
METHODS 
The multivariate analysis of living arrangements reported here uses an approach vir- 
tually identical to that found in Wolf (1984). The purpose of the analysis is to  explain 
the distribution of the sample across the several categories of the dependent variable, liv- 
ing arrangements. The distribution of living arrangements is postulated to  depend upon 
several explanatory factors, including the availability of kin. Of particular importance is 
the fact that certain categories of the dependent variable-for example, living with one or 
more children--can be observed only if a certain type of kin-in the example, children- 
actually exist. The technique used is a straightforward adaptation of the multinomial lo- 
git technique (Arnemiya, 1985; McFadden, 1982). The multinomial logit approach allows 
us to model the probability that a sample individual will be observed in each of the possi- 
ble categories of the multi-categorical dependent variable. 
Specifically, let the six categories of the living arrangements variable, discussed pre- 
viously, be represented by the indices a (alone), n (institutionalized), o (with others), c 
(with children), sp (with siblings/parents) , and csp (with children plus siblings/parents) . 
Note that the first three categories, living alone, in an institution, or with "others", are 
all categories which do not depend upon the existence of any type of kin. Further, for the 
i th sample individual let Ci = 1 if i has any living children, while Ci = 0 otherwise; simi- 
larly, let SPi = 1 if i has living siblings and/or parents. Finally, let Xi represent the ar- 
ray of explanatory variables associated with i. 
Using the notation just defined, the multinomial logit specification represents the 
probabilities that i will be observed in each of the possible living-arrangements categories 
with equations of the form 
pr(living arrangement = c) = (1) 
and so on, for each of the other living-arrangements categories. Note that for someone 
without living children (i.e. for whom Ci = 0) the probability of living with children au- 
tomatically becomes zero, as does the probability of living with children plus 
siblings/parents. The denominator in (1) is defined in such a way that the probabilities 
of the different types of living arrangements will sum to one. The unknown parameters of 
this model are B,, B,, B,, B,, Bup and Bcup. However, the restriction B, = 0 is used to 
identify the rest of the parameters, and thus the category "living alone" becomes the 
baseline or reference category. The remaining parameters are estimated by standard 
maximum-likelihood techniques, using an appropriately-modified version of the 
CRAWTRAN program (Avery , 1980). 
Interpretation of the estimated parameters is complicated by the nonlinear relation- 
ship between explanatory variables and the probabilities of each of the categories of the 
dependent variable. An individual parameter indicates the quantitative relationship 
between its associated variable and the relative probabilities of the corresponding 
category and the reference category. For example, the odds of living with children (given 
that they are available), relative to living alone, are ezp(B,X)/ezp(B,X); thus the log of 
these odds equals (B, - B,)X or simply B,X since B, = 0. More informative are the ab- 
solute probabilities of the categories of the dependent variable, given specified values for 
the array X; these are calculated by substituting the specified X and the estimated 
parameters into equation (1). 
DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 
Table 1 illustrates differences in patterns of available kin according to age and mari- 
tal status, for unmarried women 60 or older. Surprisingly, around 20 percent of the 
never-married women report having living children. This may be due, in part, to 
misreporting of marital status. The highest proportions having living children occur 
among widows, followed by divorced women. We would expect divorced women to have 
fewer living children than widows, since the former would have spent fewer years on aver- 
age in marriage, at  risk of childbearing. It is also generally the case that within each mar- 
ital status, the percentage having living children falls with age. However, among those 
with children, the average number of living children does not necessarily fall with age: 
among widows with children, for example, the oldest women have the most living chil- 
dren, on average. 
Table 1. Availability of living kin by age and marital status. 
Single (n) 513 524 208 
Percent with children 19.3 17.4 20.2 
Average number of childrena 1.78 1.69 1.71 
Percent with siblings 67.8 62.0 45.7 
Average number of siblings 2.65 2.22 2.12 
Percent with parents 8.6 1.5 0.0 
Average number of parents 1.09 1.25 - 
Widowed (n) 3581 5 140 2464 
Percent with children 87.0 83.7 80.5 
Average number of children 2.38 2.46 2.56 
Percent with siblings 65.4 53.8 34.7 
Average number of siblings 3.02 2.50 2.08 
Percent with parents 6.0 1.1 0.7 
Average number of parents 1.19 1.5 1.29 
Divorced (n) 666 367 99 
Percent with children 79.6 65.4 58.6 
Average number of children 1.98 1.87 1.81 
Percent with siblings 56.0 53.1 34.3 
Average number of siblings 2.73 2.06 1.94 
Percent with parents 8.0 1.1 1.0 
Average number of parents 1.15 1.0 2.0 
a Average numbers of kin pertain t o  those with kin. 
There is no apparent association between marital status and patterns of sibling or 
parent availability, and little reason t o  expect one. The proportions with siblings and 
with parents, and the average numbers of siblings and parents, all fall with age, reflecting 
the effects of mortality. 
Table 2 shows the overall relationship between kin availability and living arrange- 
ments. Here we confine our attention t o  women 70 and older, those who will appear in 
the subsequent multivariate analysis. Because so few women in this age group have living 
parents, the kin-categories 'siblingsn and "parentsn are combined. Thus, four distinct 
groupings of kin availability can be defined: women with no children, siblings, or  parents; 
women with living children but no siblings or parents; women with living siblings or 
parents but no children; and women with living children plus siblings and/or parents. 
Table 2. Living arrangements by availability of kin and marital status, women aged 70 
and older. 
Availability of kin 
No children, Children, Siblings and/or Children plus 
siblings or no siblings parents, siblings and/or 
Marital status parents or parents no children parents 
Singk (n) 245 67 354 66 
Living alone (%) 63.7 20.9 43.5 
In institutions 5.3 17.9 3.4 
With others 31.0 13.4 13.0 
With children, not - 47.8 - 
siblings/parents 
With siblings/parents, - - 40.1 
not children 
With children plus - - - 
Widowed (n) 699 3258 628 3019 
Living alone (%) 62.1 31.5 65.0 
In institutions 12.6 1.9 4.3 
With others 25.3 7.4 13.7 
With children, not - 59.2 - 
siblings/parents 
With siblings/parents, - - 17.0 
not children 
With children plus - - - 
siblings/parents 
Divorced (n) 84 152 84 146 
Living alone (%) 76.2 30.2 64.3 40.4 
In institutions 9.5 4.6 4.8 2.0 
With others 14.3 9.2 5.9 2.7 
With children, not - 55.9 - 48.6 
si blings/parents 
With siblings/parents, - - 25.0 2.7 
not children 
With children plus - - - 3.4 
siblings/parents 
Several interesting patterns can be found in Table 2. Possibly the most prominent 
result is that the availability of children, much more than the availability of other 
nuclear-family kin, influences the tendency of older women to live alone. Particularly for 
widows and divorced women, the percentage living alone is only slightly reduced if there 
are living siblings or parents, compared to  the situation of having no living children, si- 
blings or parents. Yet the percentage living alone falls sharply if there are living children, 
whether or not there are also living siblings/parents. This pattern is not so pronounced, 
however, for single women. A likely explanation for this finding is that women who have 
never married have probably maintained closer ties with kin from their family of origin 
over their lives than have women who have married. 
Table 2 also suggests that for older women, having nuclear-family kin available 
tends to lower the chances of living in an institution. This is unambiguously true for the 
widows and the divorced women, but not for the never-married women; the latter result, 
however, might be dismissed due to the small sample sizes involved. 
The third column of Table 2 indicates that when siblings or parents do exist, older 
women do co-reside with them to some extent; however, if there are also living children, 
the propensity to live with siblings/parents falls sharply. In fact, in every case in which 
there are children, living with children is the most common living arrangement, in Table 
2. Note, also, that complex households involving children as well as siblings/parents are 
rare. 
In a recent paper Kamarb (1988) noted that the differentiation of the elderly in 
Hungary across household status appeared to be due much more to marital status than to 
either age or sex. Some further evidence of the importance of marital status can also be 
seen in Table 2. For example, among the kinless elderly (as defined here-those found in 
the first column of the table) the singles are the least likely to be in institutions, while the 
widows are the most likely to be in institutions. The physical capabilities of the never- 
married, given survivorship to age 70 or more, may be greater than that of the ever- 
married (although there is little evidence for this in the health variables included in this 
study, as will be found in Table 4); another possibility is that women who have never 
married are more socially and economically independent than ever-married women, and 
this independence is partly revealed by a reduced incidence of institutionalization. 
Marital status also appears to influence the propensity to coreside with children. 
Among those with living children (whether or not there are also living siblings or parents) 
widows are most likely to live with their children, followed by the divorced women and 
finally by the never-married women. Divorce may strain the relationships between 
parents and children, which might in turn reduce their tendency to co-reside; moreover, a 
given child may be living with its other parent, in the case of parental divorce, and this 
would reduce the effective availability of children. Finally, we can observe that never- 
married women with living siblings or parents, but no children, are much more likely to 
live with siblings/parents than are either widows or divorced women in the same 
available-kin circumstances. This appears to be another case in which never-married 
women maintain closer relationships with their family-of-origin kin than do ever-married 
women. 
Table 2 has shown the importance of kin availability, in addition to  marital status, 
as a determinant of living arrangements. In Table 2 we measured kin availability crude- 
ly, distinguishing only between the presence or absence of a given category of relatives. 
We can also investigate whether the number of relatives in a given category influences liv- 
ing arrangements. Table 3 does so, for the case of number of living children. In most in- 
stances, the women in each age group are less likely to  live alone, the more living children 
they have. 
Table 3. Unmarried women living alone, by age and number of living children (percent). 
Number of living children 
Age group All 0 1 2-3 4 or more 
We end this section with a table of summary statistics for the variables used in the 
multivariate analysis, found in the following section. Table 4 presents the average values 
of the explanatory variables separately for each of the three marital-status groups. There 
are few substantial differences in the mean values by marital status, with the obvious ex- 
ception of number of living children. Health problems are prominent in these samples, in 
which the average age is around 76. Nearly a third in each group report that movement 
within their house is difficult, or can only be performed with help. The puzzling fact that 
a much lower proportion appears t o  have difficulty getting around outdoors is likely a 
consequence of the different wording of the respective questions: women asked whether 
they were able to  walk out of the dwelling alone had to  choose a response from among 
three possibilities-yes, not a t  all, and only if accompanied by someone-while the ques- 
tion about ability t o  move about indoors could be answered from one of six possibilities, 
including four involving some sort of help (from a person or implement). The most prom- 
inent health problem mentioned, among those measured here, was difficulty in climbing 
stairs. 
Table 4. Summary statistics for multivariate analysis samples; women aged 70 and 
older. 
Marital status 
Variable Single Widowed Divorced 
Number of children 0.31 2.06 1.19 
Number of siblings 1.26 1.14 1 .OO 
Number of parents 0.01 0.01 0.01 
Indoor movement with 
difficulty/requires help 
Indoor movement impossible 
Outdoor movement with help 
Outdoor movement impossible 
Climbing stairs with 
difficulty/requires help 
Climbing stairs impossible 
Number of chronic diseases 0.67 0.77 0.84 
Age 
Pension amount (forints) 
Living arrangement 
- alone 
- institution 
- with others 
- with children, not siblings/parents 
- with siblings/parents, not children 
- with children plus siblings/parents 
Sample size 732 7604 466 
MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS 
The results of the multivariate analysis are presented in two parts. First we present 
the estimated parameters of the multinomial logit model, and discuss statistical 
significance and direction of effects of the explanatory variables on the relative probabili- 
ties of selected categories of living arrangements. Then we present tables of calculated ab- 
solute probabilities of selected categories of living arrangements, examining the partial 
effects of certain variables on these probabilities. 
Mult inomial Logit Parameters 
The estimated multinomial logit parameters are shown in Table 5. Before discussing 
these results, some technical features of the estimation should be noted. First, the very 
few numbers of observations with living parents in the samples of single and divorced 
women necessitated the grouping together of the variables "number of siblingsn and 
"number of parents," yielding a composite variable measuring the number of family-of- 
origin kin. Second, the fact that there were very few observations in the "living with chil- 
dren plus siblings/parentsn category, again in the samples of single and divorced women, 
also required the imposition of restrictions on the estimation. In particular, for each ex- 
planatory variable, the effect on 'living with children plus siblings/parentsn was con- 
strained to equal the sum of its effects on 'living with children" plus 'living with 
siblings/parents." This is equivalent to the assumption that each variable's effect on the 
probability of living with children is independent of whether or not the woman also lives 
with her siblings/parents, and vice-versa. This is an unfortunate but unavoidable restric- 
tion; the probability of the combined children-plus-siblings/parents category is evidently 
positive, but very small--so small, in fact, that we are unable to model it. 
Finally, note that in the estimation a simplified representation of the health-status 
variables was used. The number of movements-getting around indoors, getting around 
outdoors, and climbing stairs-for which the respondent reported "difficulty" was used; 
and the number of such movements reported to  be 'impossible" was used. Each can equal 
0, 1, 2, or 3; for a given women, the sum of these two indices also must equal no more 
than 3. 
As mentioned before, the multinomial logit parameters themselves are not easily in- 
terpreted in quantitative terms. Note that a positive sign on a parameter means that the 
associated explanatory variable raises the probability of the indicated category of the 
dependent variable, relative to the probability of living alone. And, a negative sign on a 
parameter means that the associated explanatory variable lowers the probability of the 
indicated category of the dependent variable, relative to the probability of living alone. 
The results found in Table 5 indicate that kin availability, health status, and income 
are all important factors in explaining the distribution of older women's household status 
in Hungary. The most consistently significant results are found for the health indices, 
especially the extent to which key physical movements are "impossible." Having such a 
severe physical impairment raises the odds of living in institutions, and of living with oth- 
er people-whether children, siblings/parents, or others-relative to living alone. More- 
over, for all three marital-status groups, the largest such effect is on the odds of institu- 
tionalization. The variable measuring activities with which the respondents have 
'difficulty" has less striking results; however, in all those cases in which the parameters 
for this variable are statistically significant, they indicate an effect of raising the likeli- 
hood of living either in an institution or together with other people, as opposed to living 
alone. 
The variable measuring the number of chronic diseases produces puzzling results. In 
particular, for widows it lowers the odds of living with other p e o p l ~ h i l d r e n ,  
siblings/parents, or others-yet it fails to  raise the odds of living in an institution. For 
Table 5. Estimated parameters of multinomial logit models of living arrangements; 
women aged 70 and older. 
Marital status 
Single Widowed Divorced 
Effects on living in institutions: 
Intercept 
Number of children 
Number of siblings 
Number of parents 
Number of movements 'with difficultyn 
Number of movements 'impossiblen 
Number of chronic diseases 
Age 
Pension amount (in 1000s) 
Effects on living with others: 
Intercept 
Number of children 
Number of siblings 
Number of parents 
Number of movements Uwith difficultyn 
Number of movements 'impossiblen 
Number of chronic diseases 
Age 
Pension amount (in 1000s) 
Effects on living with children: 
Intercept 
Number of children 
Number of siblings 
Number of parents 
Number of movements 'with difficultyn 
Number of movements 'impossiblen 
Number of chronic diseases 
Age 
Pension amount (in 1000s) 
Effects on living with siblings/parents: 
Intercept 
Number of children 
Number of siblings 
Number of parents 
Number of movements 'with difficultyn 
Number of movements 'impossiblen 
Number of chronic diseases 
Age 
Pension amount (in 1000s) 
Effects on living with children plus 
siblings/parents: 
Intercept 
Number of children 
Number of siblings 
Number of parents 
Number of movements 'with difficulty" 
Number of movements 'impossible" 
Number of chronic diseases 
Age 
Pension amount (in 1000s) 
S a m ~ l e  size 
.05 5 significance level < .10 
.O1 5 significance level < .05 
significance level < .O1 
Effects of 'number of siblingsn and 'number of parentsn constrained to be equal. 
Effect constrained to  equal the sum of effects on "living with childrenn and 
"living with siblings/parentsn . 
single and divorced women, the variable has no apparent effect. The results for widows 
are puzzling since we would expect that older women with chronic diseases would require 
personal care, which would in turn lead them to live either with others or in an institu- 
tion. It should be noted that institutional places for the elderly are in short supply in 
Hungary; it has been estimated that there are only places for one-fourth to  one-third of 
those requiring care (Cseh-Szombathy, 1983). Nonetheless, we might expect that medical 
needs would be a prime criterion by which decisions are made regarding who obtains insti- 
tutional care. One reason for the unexpected findings may be that part of the effect of 
chronic illnesses-particularly those, such as arthritis, which tend to  limit physical 
capabilities-is captured in the model by the variables measuring problems with move- 
ment. Another possible reason may lie in the shortcomings of the living-arrangements 
variable: hospitalized respondents, for example, are not identified in the microcensus 
data. If older women living alone are more likely than others to  enter a hospital due to 
needs associated with chronic disease, then findings such as those presented here might 
emerge: an appearance that having chronic diseases leads older women to  live alone. 
Turning to  the parameters for variables measuring kin availability, we find several 
significant effects, nearly all of which are in the expected direction. For widows, the 
number of living children is positively associated with the probability of living with chil- 
dren, relative to  living alone; and, the number of living children is negatively associated 
with the probability of all other living arrangements (including living with both children 
and siblings/parents) relative to  living alone. Thus, for an older woman the more chil- 
dren she has, the more likely is she to live with a child-relative to  living alone-but also, 
the less likely is she to  be institutionalized-relative to living alone. 










